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            ‘[In Wales] the introduction of a new loan-word – wits or witsh – directly borrowed from the English “witch”, appears to have had a considerable semantic impact […] Actions for slander clearly show that the loan-form “wits” or “witsh” were almost invariably used in colloquial speech in the seventeenth century when making accusations of witchcraft.’

            — Welsh Witchcraft, Richard Suggett

            
                

            

            
                

            

            
                

            

            ‘As for witches and wizards, we just cannot do without them, for they do great good, in most folks’ opinion, for livestock and men.’

            — Dau Cymro yn Taring, Robert Holland, 1595
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            The Villagers

         

         This is how it began: with the wet nurse stumbling from her doorway shouting, her panic sweeping the village like a contagion. We rushed, feverish, to find the magistrate, interrupting his talk with the minister. We told him, go, now. Find her, before it’s too late. It didn’t take him long after that. He had the speed of his horse. We listened as the muscular hocks galloped across the moors, imagined we could hear the thundering of its hooves. Some say the magistrate muttered prayers under his breath as he approached, his hands twitching on the horse’s leather reins. Some saw him, dismounting at the edge of the woodland, tying the beast to a gnarled tree trunk. Some say its nostrils flared, hot breath seeping from it like smoke – in that moment, more dragon than horse. Some say the ground squelched beneath his boots, a rug of moss and long-grass, that he felt the sweat settling in the creases of his palms, the uncomfortable turning in his belly. We heard she was asleep when he found her, slumped beneath an alder tree, her mouth hanging open, her eyelids twitching furiously. Some say the blanket she cradled was red. Red. Red. He cleared his throat to wake her: Mistress Maredudd. Please. Come with me.2
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         4I was crouched near the river when the bleeding began. The blood leaking down my thighs, thin red ribbon creeping a path along my skin and seeping into my stockings. So. Not simply bad sack then, or a cut of undercooked meat, as I’d hoped.

         I looked to the horizon for Hywel and his horse but couldn’t see them. My husband was likely a long way off by that point, snaring a poor fox or shooting a stag. My stomach churned with a gnawing pain. The idea of a lolling animal carcass, its neck bent like a hook, brought spittle and bile to my mouth.

         This time, it had begun only as a small pinch, as though there was a crow trying to peck its way free, but overnight it had become more intense, more difficult to bear, as if something were biting me from the inside.

         When the morning came, I snatched up my riding cloak and rushed outside, hastening through the gardens and towards the moors where the grass was stiff and glistening. The urge to get outside, to be in the vast expanse of nature instead of confined within the walls of my home, had been pressing, like a hunger. The cool air was welcome, the crunch of ice beneath my boots satisfying.

         A sudden, agonising spasm had brought me to my knees at the river’s edge; I feared something was clawing at me, pictured something sinful, a tiny child with teeth and talons cocooned in my belly, fighting desperately to get out.

         I sat on the grass at the riverbank, a frosty dew cooling my fingertips, my head reeling with the familiar smell of coins, the slick give between my legs.

         Closing my eyes against the bright light of the October sun, I listened to the steady rush of the river for a moment, trying hard to focus on my breath. When I opened them again, a kite had landed on the opposite side of the river. It sat, wings folded, staring at me. Up close, it was bigger than I imagined such a bird would be, even with its wings tucked so neatly at its sides, and just for a moment, I forgot the pain. Shoo. I hissed at it. Go.

         The water was ice-cold as I palmed it from the river to clean my 5legs. When I was finished, I lay down, and stared at the smear of blood on my hand. It reminded me suddenly of crimson paint streaked from a paintbrush. As a wedding gift, Hywel’s parents had commissioned our portrait. That was the first time I’d seen wet paint. We’d posed for hours, holding ourselves stiff for the painting that now hung huge and proud above the fireplace in the hall. I hated the way I looked in it. Like a child dressed in her mother’s clothing. Like someone playing pretend.

         After a long while, I peeled my body from the frozen ground, stiff and exhausted, using my underskirts to rub my legs dry. The kite was still sitting by the river, watching me with its black marble eyes. It was so close I could see the golden sheen of its feathers. Shoo, I hissed again. Still, it didn’t move.

         I turned to face my home. The manor loomed over the moors, its windows like so many watchful eyes cast in stone, glowering straight at me. The lowering sun threw a dark shadow across the grass, as though the house was reaching out to touch its lands, the hill, the distant line of trees that led towards Llynidwen.

         I wondered if the people in the village could see Faen Maredudd from their own homes. If they could sense it, perched high at the brow of the hill looking down at them while they spun their worsted or brewed their ale. If they felt this same chill creeping along their spines when its huge form blocked out the sun.

         
             

         

         Back inside, I made my way through the hall, rushing past the turning for the kitchen, where I knew servants would be busy chopping and peeling and cutting and seasoning. Before heading outside, I had sent Ruby, my maid, to help with supper preparations, so that I might be left in peace on my return. Thankfully, she was nowhere to be seen.

         Upstairs, I locked the bedroom door, rooted around for a rag to soak up the blood that was still seeping from me, and threw myself on the bed. I curled up in a ball on top of the coverlet, a fox cub, safe and snug in its den.

         6I drifted into an unsettled sleep, my dreams full of the stampeding hooves of frenzied horses and awoke groggy and hot to a quick banging noise. Horses’ hooves…? No. Someone was rapping at the bedchamber door.

         ‘Doli? Open the door.’

         I sat up slowly, swinging my legs over the side of the bed and clutching my head. Shadows stretched across the room – it must have been nearing sunset. I took a deep breath, waiting for my vision to clear.

         ‘Doli?’

         ‘Hywel, I’m feeling unwell,’ I said, staring at the keyhole of the closed door, hoping he would go away.

         ‘Why? What’s wrong?’

         ‘It’s nothing. Nothing for you to worry about, at least,’ I said, rubbing my temples. ‘I need to sleep.’

         There was a pause before he asked if he should send for a physician. I told him there was no need. He stayed silent for a moment, and I waited, praying he would do as I’d asked and leave me alone, rather than ignore me and send for someone anyway. A physician would be of no use to me. It was far too late for that.

         The last time a physician was called for, he had travelled to us from Hereford, arriving in a shroud of rainwater, advising bed rest and quiet activity. He’d barely dismounted his horse before suggesting it had been my fault, that I should have taken to lying in. That had I not preoccupied myself with pruning and digging in the gardens and walking along the moors, things may have been different. I hated him. What sort of woman could stand being confined to her bed for months?

         Hywel’s voice came again through the door, asking if I wanted broth. My stomach turned at the thought of hunks of grey meat bobbing like corks in scalding water.

         When I called back, my ‘no’ was unexpectedly thin and high. Why wouldn’t he leave me alone? Hywel had been away on business so often recently, frequently spending the night elsewhere. When 7he was home I felt overwhelmed by his presence. Yes, he was caring, protective, but sometimes … it could be suffocating. Though I would never have dreamed of telling him so. I knew how fortunate I was to have such a devoted husband. A husband who always seemed to know what was best for me. My mother liked to remind me, almost every time I saw her, that most women of my rank, whose marriages were so often arranged as a matter of business and convenience rather than love, would be grateful for a husband like mine. You must remember your good fortune, Doli.

         Hywel called through the door again, repeating his question about broth.

         ‘I’m fine. I’ll see you downstairs soon for supper.’

         He didn’t respond immediately, and I closed my eyes, waiting. Hoping he would leave.

         ‘Alright. Send for Ruby if you need anything. She’s down in the wash house. I’m riding into the village on business.’

         I briefly wondered what business he could be attending to so late in the day – tenants, more than likely – then let myself breathe a sigh of relief, dropping back to the cool comfort of the feather mattress. I closed my eyes. Then, there was a cough, and before I heard his feet marching back down the passageway, he called, ‘please, don’t lock this door again.’

         Still tired, I tried to go back to sleep, pressing my face to the pillow and squeezing my eyes tight. I tossed and turned. I ached. My stomach began cramping again.

         It was no use. I got out of bed and looked through the window, squinting towards the river. Far in the distance, over a copse of trees, I could see the faint outline of some of the houses in the village. Hywel owned most of the houses in Llynidwen, which is likely what was keeping him occupied all evening. Who knew when he might return home.

         A poem began to take shape in my mind, the letters forming in black ink behind my eyelids. 8

         
            Mother’s love is stamped forever like a waxen seal, 

            it’s another kind of pain, listen to what I feel…

         

         But it was no use. The words wouldn’t come. They never did when something like this happened, not at first. I knew I needed to wait for the initial sting of the loss to settle to a dull ache in the hollow of my belly. Then, I might be able to write.

         After a while, I was cold, and lay back on the bed, pulling the coverlet over myself, hoping sleep might take the bite from my stomach, and the sadness from my heart.

         
             

         

         It was black as pitch by the time Hywel returned, hail pelting at the windows. I went downstairs to greet him – he would grow suspicious if I continued to hide in our bedchamber.

         I took his cloak from him, shook the water from it, and watched the droplets collect in the doorway before a servant carried it away to be dried near a fire.

         ‘How was your trip to the village?’ I asked.

         ‘It was fine, my little mouse,’ he replied. His brown eyes looked almost black in the darkness, and I thought then of the red kite with its huge black eyes. How it had stared at me as I lay shaking on the grass. ‘One of our tenants has expired. A sad business. The family haven’t been able to pay their rent, of course.’

         ‘What will they do?’ I asked him.

         He was rubbing his arms, trying to brush the cold from them.

         ‘Well, I went to see them this evening. The widow looked petrified when she opened the door. I do believe she and her daughter thought I’d come to demand payment.’

         ‘But you didn’t, did you, Hywel? How will they manage? Where will they go?’

         He smiled indulgently at me.

         ‘My Doli, always thinking of others. No, of course I didn’t demand any money from them. They are grieving the loss of a good man. I’ve given them two weeks grace – the daughter should be able 9to find work during that time. I even took a few pigeon pies for the smaller children. They were most grateful. Particularly given the scarcity of food in the village at the moment.’

         Hywel didn’t tell me about his business affairs often – he didn’t like to bore me with what he called acquisition and property, but I found it fascinating to hear about his deals, his conversations. And I was always interested to hear about the villagers, who lived such different lives from us, though they were so close, just the other side of the river.

         ‘You’re a good man,’ I told him, leaning up to kiss the smooth curve of his chin. There was something unfamiliar in it, something about the way he smelled, or tasted. Like salt and damp earth.

         ‘How are you feeling? Are you well rested?’

         ‘I —’ I began, then stumbled over my words, not sure what to tell him. ‘I am rested,’ I said, finally. I had done nothing but sleep these last few hours, so it was an honest response, despite the pain still lingering in my stomach and the heavy weight that had settled in my chest.

         Hywel smiled, pleased, and touched his hand to my cheek.

         ‘Come, it must be time for supper,’ he said, taking my hand and leading me towards the hall.

         My stomach turned as the servants carried out steaming plates piled high with food. Raisin pottage and meat pies, followed by pheasant and small tarts balanced neatly on a stand. I tried, but I couldn’t bring myself to eat.

         ‘What’s wrong, Doli?’ Hywel asked me, spearing a stringy chunk of beef with his dagger. ‘I thought you were feeling better. Aren’t you hungry?’

         ‘Not particularly,’ I said, watching the pink meat catch between his teeth. As the grease settled on his lips, threatening to run down his chin, I found myself back at the riverbank, watching that slow tendril of blood winding its way down my calves, smearing my damp stockings. My stomach churned.

         I couldn’t find the courage to tell him. It would taunt him as 10much as it haunted me, nagging and chattering like a crow at my side, reminding me of my repeated failures. My failure to carry out my duty as a wife. As a woman.

         I couldn’t do much more than play with the food. Hywel suggested I try something sweet instead, but the pastries and comfits were like dirt in my mouth.

         ‘Doli, you’re not yourself. You’ve barely eaten. You’re picking like a little sparrow.’

         I tried again to speak, but couldn’t get the words to part my lips.

         ‘There’s no sense in lying to me. I’m your husband. I know when something’s troubling you, darling.’

         Was there an edge to his voice, a suggestion that I must tell him what was wrong? That this conversation wasn’t negotiable, after all?

         I took a deep breath, dropping my spoon to my plate with a clatter that made me flinch, and spoke. I told him what had happened. That it had been like the last time. My stomach began to cramp, the pains came in waves and then…

         I trailed off, letting the words hang in the air between us. Vowels and consonants dirty as flies over the cooling pies and sweating meats.

         I anticipated his usual anger, braced myself for the blow of it. I was ready for the accusations, the questions about what I had done, or had not done, to make this happen. But they didn’t come. Instead, his face betrayed only a pained disappointment.

         Then he stood up, and came around the table towards me, pressing my cheek tightly to his chest. I felt the hot sting of tears in my eyes, my throat tightening. He told me not to worry.

         ‘When the time is right, and fortune dictates, it will happen. It will be as God intends. For now, we must continue to pray, every day. God will guide our way.’

         Peering up at him, his face half in shadow, I asked, ‘Do you really believe that?’ I found it almost impossible to imagine, after all this time. After all, I had prayed and prayed. I’d prayed until my knees were sore and my mouth dry, and it had never done me any good.

         11He only bent to kiss the crown of my head in response. A weight lifted from my chest and in that moment I felt my shoulders slacken, my body soften into his like meltwater.

         The first time it happened, early in our marriage, we planted a rosebush in the garden as a way to remember. The servants had offered to do it for us, but Hywel and I enjoyed working together, side by side, clawing the soil loose and working the cuttings low into the earth. It took a week to scrub the dirt from beneath my fingernails, but I didn’t mind. Now, each time I caught sight of the bush through the bedchamber window, I found myself smiling at the memory of Hywel and I working together, even as the grief stuck like a fishbone in my throat.

         Still, despite his reassurances, when I looked at the pottage cooling on the table, cold and congealed, I could see only bloodied sheets and stained skirts. I remembered the water turning pink beneath me, the feeling of giving everything in me over to the land.

         When night fell, I couldn’t rest. I tossed and turned in bed, feeling the heat rise from Hywel’s body beside me. The linens sat warm and thick on my chest.

         Perhaps if our conversation at the dinner table had gone differently … If he had been angry, or blamed me, as I blamed myself, I might have carried an indignant sort of anger of my own, might have gone on as things were, without confiding in anybody else. But his kindness, his understanding, left me more despairing than ever, more desperate than I had ever been to make things work. In that moment, I wanted nothing more than to carry a child – a child Hywel could call his own – to give him a son and heir. To be the wife and mother I was supposed to be.12
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            The Villagers

         

         We went to her alone or in pairs, teeth chattering against the cold. The wind whipping the moors, a frenzied sweep along the river. We shuffled in, eyes widening in the dim of the cottage, smoke curling at our heels. We dropped our satchels at our sides. Often, she would offer ale, but we rarely took it, not wanting to increase our debt to her. We asked for help to protect the livestock – each year, the snow was certain to take a number of our cattle. She handed us a charm scrawled on paper, told us to hang it in the rafters with some cheese from our best cow. Sometimes, the charm would work. Sometimes, it would not. We called her swynwraig. Hudoles. Witsh.

      

   


   
      
         14A week had passed since the bleeding began, and I found my thoughts caught like a rock in a current. I couldn’t help but think, again and again, of the hordes of children in the village, brothers and sisters piled into tiny cottages, sleeping all together on pallets and straw beds, helping their mothers tend the land or churn the ale. Those mothers… how did they manage to carry so many children to term? To survive childbed time and again? To watch their children grow until their limbs were browned and strong as tree trunks?

         They certainly weren’t lying in. They had neither the time nor the luxury. And yet, they bore healthy children over and over, children that helped them fetch firewood or carry their washing to the river, who stood in the church kicking their siblings or squabbling over sticks. Children who had to be hushed, a hand fondly smoothing the backs of their heads, as the minister spoke from his pulpit.

         It was at church, one dreary Sunday in late October, that I thought to consult with her. On that particular day, our usual minister was accompanied by another man, with eyes dark as a raven’s. On his jerkin, he wore a round silver brooch.

         As I listened to him deliver his sermon, given in English words most of the congregation wouldn’t understand, I let my mind wander, looking around at the faded paintings that had begun to seep through the whitewashed walls in recent years. Muted reds and yellows leering through in blotches, revealing figures from the past. Figures of the old faith, like colourful ghosts all around us, lurking beneath the whitewash, as though to say: look; we’re still here.

         It wasn’t until Hywel nudged me, jolting me from my thoughts, that I returned my attention to the man at the front of the church, and tried to focus on his words. He was speaking, then, about swynwragedd – soothsayers and enchantresses – insisting their use of holy water and salves were as wicked as sorcery and malice. This was new. Our minister usually spoke simply of kindness, and of caring for our neighbours. It seemed strange to me, that this man had come to speak with such passion and disdain for women who 15brewed salves and tinctures, who attended births and aided women in their recovery afterwards; women who offered charms and prayers and, sometimes, had the ability to find lost objects, or reveal the name of a betrayer.

         At my side, Hywel was nodding his head, slow and subtle, as though in quiet agreement. I frowned at him, questioning, but he didn’t turn to look at me, his face focussed only on the man at the pulpit, whose peculiar words were jarring in the church that was so familiar to me.

         After all, all villages had healers. Even Llynidwen must, though I’d never met one myself. While the man continued to rail against witches, I began to imagine myself leaning in close and whispering to a woman cloaked in mystery, asking if she could help me to do what no physician ever had. To succeed where prayers had failed.

         But it was hopeless even to think of. I had such little involvement in the village, I wouldn’t know where to start. Even if I did, the villagers talked and whispered, relentless in their pursuit of gossip. The stories would spread among the congregation before I could stop them. And what would Hywel think? He believed only physicians should attend the sick. Only licensed midwives should be permitted to care for women in childbed. He believed, as so many did, it was best to avert your gaze; to burn the sheets; best not to speak of loss.

         
             

         

         As October drew on, I felt I was living in a strange dream-state, wandering through my days in a haze of confusion and grief. The loss had left me depleted, and I found I couldn’t settle into anything. I would pick up my embroidery, only to clutch it for a while before placing it down again, or I’d tug on my boots to go out to the moors, only to find myself staring at the dormant rosebush in our garden until the sun was beginning to set, lines of poetry singing in my ears:

         
            Is there a reason only God can see, 

            that without farewell you should leave me?

         

         16Ruby knew something was wrong. She must have seen the blood-soaked rags by now – more saturated than they would ordinarily be. She kept a careful distance, looking on with a watchful eye, without asking what had happened. I was grateful for that.

         One afternoon as we neared All Hallows, though the air was bone-bitingly cold, the wind ripping through the moors, I suggested a walk around the gardens with Ruby. She agreed, disappearing for a moment then returning with our walking cloaks. Wrapped like parcels against the cold, we stepped outside, passing first the dovecote, then the herb garden, where mint sprigs shrivelled and hardened, waiting for spring.

         Ruby mentioned something about the weather, about the frost settling on the muddy flower beds, but I wasn’t really listening. I was quiet, bracing myself to ask the question that had buried like an earthworm deep inside of me since the sermon.

         ‘Ruby,’ I said, my breath rising like mist as I spoke. ‘What do you know of swynwragedd?’

         ‘Wise women?’ There was a hesitance about her. It sat in the way she lowered her voice, and leaned in conspiratorially, even though there was no one in the gardens with us, besides the blackbirds that darted beneath the hedgerows as we approached, and the robins that perched in the trees overhead. ‘You should be careful, speaking like that, even with me.’

         ‘What do you mean?’

         Her answer surprised me. It was true – Llynidwen, being nearer to the marches, was different to the village in which Ruby and I had grown up, which sat several miles to the west. Llynidwen saw more pedlars, more trade. Its people were more likely to call for a physician than a minister. Nonetheless, I had found that the slow, settled lives of most Welsh villagers were the same no matter where you travelled in the country, and the people of Llynidwen were as likely to seek a blessing from the clergy as any other village folk were.

         ‘It isn’t sensible —’ Ruby glanced at me. ‘To speak of wise women at the present time.’

         17‘The present time?’ I pressed, as we passed the dormant rosebush and headed towards the gate that led out of the gardens and onto the moors. There were no flower heads left, the bush was no more than a knot of brown branches.

         ‘We’re living in strange times, mistress,’ Ruby said. ‘People are beginning to grow suspicious of wise women and soothsayers. There’s talk among the villagers of witches.’

         ‘Witshes?’ Again, her answer had surprised me.

         ‘There’s a soothsayer that lives near the village. Her house is on the outskirts close to the lake. But there’s talk. People are saying, lately, that she’s not a Godly person. There are rumours…’ Ruby looked in the direction of the moors, where the stream met the river and wound its way towards the village.

         ‘Rumours?’ I pressed. I couldn’t help but picture rumours as little living creatures, darting around like the tadpoles that swarmed the stream each spring. ‘What do you mean?’

         ‘People say Sara Gwen is a witsh,’ she said simply.

         The name sounded familiar to me – Sara Gwen – but I couldn’t place it. Besides, I couldn’t imagine anyone living in the village could be a real witch, capable of magic beyond healing salves and prayers. Witches – real witches – were said to meet with the devil at night. To dance naked with him. I felt the heat rise to my cheeks at the very thought of it.

         ‘Not only that,’ Ruby went on, as we passed through the gate. Now we were beyond the bounds of the house and its grounds, a weight seemed to lift from her. Her hesitance dissipated like the fog on our breath, and I had the sense she was enjoying herself, basking in this reversal of roles, in her ability to educate me, for once. ‘She’s a church papist. Everybody knows when she does attend service, it’s only to avoid recusancy fines. Her home is filled with Catholic relics. At least, that’s what’s being said.’

         What does that matter? I nearly said the words aloud, but didn’t. In truth, Ruby was more like a sister to me than my own sister, who was ten years my senior, and had moved to live with her husband 18when I was still very young. When my sister left to begin her own family, my father had arranged for Ruby to come and live with us, to act as a companion for me and a help for my mother. Her father had done some business with mine, and they became friends, so the arrangement was easy enough – I gained a friend and confidante, of sorts, and her parents were able to take a tenancy in a bigger house with the salary Ruby sent home. I couldn’t imagine how I would have managed the move from my family home into Hywel’s without her by my side.

         But still, I was always acutely aware of the need to remain proper in her company. Though she had been my companion since childhood, she remained in our employ. I didn’t want to suggest I might harbour any Catholic sympathies. I didn’t want to say anything, for that matter, that might make its way back to the kitchens, or be echoed in the alehouse.

         ‘Ruby, you must keep what I am about to tell you to yourself.’ I glanced at her, noticing the shadow waxing across her cheek now that evening was drawing close. It was growing colder, but we had to have the conversation now before heading back inside, where it felt as though the walls were always listening, the doorways speaking in creaks and sighs. I took a deep breath. ‘I’m in need of a wise woman to help me to…’ Here, I paused, considering my words. ‘To do what I have not yet been able to. To carry Hywel’s child. To bear a healthy heir.’

         Ruby was silent for a while, watching the robins flitting in and out of their nests above our heads. Their middles were tauntingly round, swollen with fat stores for winter.

         ‘Ruby? You must understand. Physicians have been of no use. No midwife has helped me. I have prayed and prayed until my lips were dry, my knees sore. I’ve asked God. I’ve begged. It has done nothing.’

         ‘Forgive me mistress,’ she began. ‘Perhaps the problem lies not with you —’

         I interrupted her – ‘I’m afraid I don’t understand you.’ Don’t say it, Ruby. Please.

         19‘Only, perhaps the problem lies elsewhere.’ She shifted uncomfortably.

         ‘Don’t be absurd Ruby. The problem cannot lie with a man, if that’s what you’re implying. Hywel has put a baby in me several times. The children don’t quicken. When they do, it doesn’t last long. It’s me – my body – that has failed us, each time.’

         I didn’t need to tell her she had spoken out of turn.

         ‘Now, tell me more about this soothsayer – Sara Gwen?’ I asked, as we turned to retrace our steps in the rapidly gathering dusk. Suddenly, we were faced with the huge shadow of home, darkening the grass at our feet.

         ‘There isn’t much more to tell,’ she said eventually. ‘She has worked as a midwife, though an unlicensed one, I know that much. But, mistress, you must stay away from her. As I said, there is too much talk at the present time.’ Too much talk. Talk was currency in Llynidwen, where filthy beggars carried rumours like coins from farmhouse to farmhouse. The right words could pay for milk, pottage, flour. I knew I needed to be careful. But even so, I couldn’t believe a real witch had been allowed to cast charms and curses over the village without recourse.

         When I didn’t say anything, Ruby continued.

         ‘She lives beside a great rowan tree. There’s even been rumours of her carving a broomstick from its branches.’

         Without meaning to, I laughed. Ruby was not usually so quick to judge those who didn’t attend church service, or held the old faith.

         ‘Are broomsticks not still used to show that there is fresh ale for sale within? Perhaps she likes to keep her floors swept and clean? I didn’t think you believed in fairy tales and children’s stories of witches and ghouls, Ruby.’

         I sounded more confident than I felt. I knew as well as anyone – rumours didn’t come from nowhere.

         She stopped walking then, and turned to look at me.

         ‘Perhaps you’ve misunderstood me, mistress. Sara Gwen is 20capable. She can help those who go to her. She must have a great power. But the villagers are powerful too. Talk is rife. I’ve heard whispers and rumours – so many of them. There’s been trouble in the marches. Hangings, over the border. Women swinging. You don’t want to be tangled up in any of it. It’s too dangerous. And the master would…’ she trailed off, but she didn’t need to finish her sentence.

         ‘But Ruby, what if –’

         The look on Ruby’s face stopped me from finishing my sentence.

         ‘Mistress. If what they say is true, Sara Gwen is a powerful woman. But power must come from somewhere.’

         ‘I won’t seek her out, Ruby, please don’t worry. I was only curious.’

         Ruby’s shoulders slackened – she was visibly relieved by my promise. As we passed the dormant rosebush again, I ran my hand along the length of a brittle stem.

         Ah.

         ‘What is it?’ Ruby asked.

         I held my hand out to her, showing her the bead of blood billowing there. ‘I pricked my finger.’

         The sudden sight of the blood left me dizzy. I held my thumb to my lips, sucking it clean, and found that the taste didn’t bother me as it once would have.

         
             

         

         Over the next few days, Ruby’s words chimed like music in my ears: perhaps the problem lies elsewhere … she’s a capable woman … Power must come from somewhere… Despite Ruby’s warnings, I couldn’t free myself of the thought of seeking out Sara Gwen. In truth, the possibility that someone might have the power to help me, after all this time … it was a temptation I couldn’t resist.

         It was snowing, the white specks cascading around me as I crossed the moors, my boots sinking in the wet ground. My feet were heavy and slow, my toes bitten with frost. I followed the river south, towards the village, but didn’t continue on the path that would have led to the farmhouses and market square, as I was accustomed to 21doing. Instead, I turned, taking the path that continued alongside the river, wrapping itself around the village. Each time the thought of Hywel learning about the visit entered my mind, I swept it away, walking more quickly as though I could outpace the worry.

         I couldn’t be sure, but something Ruby had said had given me a good idea as to where the house might be. There was only one rowan tree at the edge of the open heathlands. I reasoned it was as good a place as any to begin my search.

         Here, the houses were further apart, the space between them stretching with cold, cracked earth and hard snow. Icy wells collected frost at their lips, and I idly wondered how the scattered families along this path collected enough water to drink when the cold set in. Above me, red kites swooped and circled. The dark cut of the birds in the sky was like letters inked over a page, poetry.

         After walking for some time, I found the rowan tree I’d been looking for. The house was just as I had pictured – a white stone cottage tucked neatly beside the tree, bordered by a small fence. The gate creaked, resisting my attempts to push it open. As I walked towards the front door, my skirt snagged on overgrown brambles, small glistening thorns hooking the material as though trying to hold me back. A single rat darted from beneath the hedges when I tugged myself free, and for a moment, I wavered. Was this the right thing to do? Even now, I wasn’t sure. After all, if Sara Gwen was a witch, this was a sin. I looked upwards at the rolling clouds, as though expecting to see the great, looming face of God looking down at me.

         Too late. The door swung open before I could decide whether or not to rap my knuckle against it, as though the woman behind it had known I was there. Waiting. This was her then.

         Sara Gwen was younger than I had imagined – perhaps in her fortieth year – and taller too. There was a certain strength about her, something that lay in her broad shoulders and straight nose, and I felt instantly nervous, suddenly conscious of how small my frame was in comparison. Hywel had always said my big eyes made 22me appear like a child’s doll, rather than a grown woman. When we first married, I liked it, being his little doll. But by now, on occasion, there was something about the sentiment that troubled me.

         ‘Can I help you?’ Sara was staring at me. It was then, on that first meeting, that I noticed her eyes. They seemed to change colour as they caught the light.

         ‘Yes,’ I said, drawing my cloak firmly about my shoulders and trying to stand a little taller. Prouder. ‘I think so.’ As she stood back and gestured for me to enter, a rat lunged over my feet, trailing blood across the earth behind it. I squealed. Regained myself. ‘Yes, may I come in?’

         The cottage smelled of freshly cut mint, wet earth and something else less pleasant. A large pan sat above the fire at the centre of the room, just beginning to boil. The water burbled and spat.

         Sara’s cottage was the smallest I had set foot in. I had considered my childhood home to be humble – I’ll never forget moving to Faen Maredudd, with Ruby like a faithful spaniel at my side, and discovering the maze of passageways and bedrooms, the multiple staircases – but this was smaller by far.

         She gestured for me to sit at a small table near the fire, and I slipped my cloak from my shoulders, looking around for somewhere to place it before folding it over my lap. As I took in Sara’s thin smock, I wished I had left my cloak on. My dress of taffeta and lace – a gift from Hywel, was out of place, here. Perhaps I was, too. I shouldn’t have come.

         She seemed to be waiting for me to speak, but I struggled to find the right words. The polite thing to have done, of course, would have been to introduce myself, but I was hesitant. Anxious.

         ‘I heard that you —’ I trailed off, looking away from Sara and staring instead towards the fire.

         She stayed quiet, waiting. I felt her eyes on my face, as though she was studying me, and squirmed quietly in my seat. I couldn’t shake the feeling that she already knew who I was. What I wanted.

         ‘I heard that you might be able to brew me something —’ I tried 23again, my face still turned firmly towards the fire, fixed on the flames licking the pan. ‘Something to aid…’ I took a deep breath, closing my eyes. I was conscious now of my stomach, flat as a river stone. I could not express how much, in that moment, I wished it would bloom to fullness, grow round and large as a drum. Heavy with new life.

         ‘Ah,’ Sara replied, nodding, though I hadn’t finished speaking. Her voice was soft as butter. ‘Yes. I thought that might be the case.’

         Surprised, I glanced up. The amber flames danced and gambolled in her eyes, like foxes in the night. Suddenly, I felt the words tumbling from me before I could stop them. In the weeks that followed, I wondered if she had been performing some sort of sorcery to extract the secrets from within me. It was so easy to speak to her, to confide in her. Once I started, I couldn’t stop.

         ‘I have been with child in the past, several times, but it’s never progressed. At least, the babes have never made it far beyond the quickening. I’m nearing three and twenty and I fear if I haven’t managed to birth a healthy child by now —’, here I stopped, looked around, almost scared to speak the words out loud – ‘Well … maybe I never will.’

         Sara smiled. Made a dismissive noise. A cluck of the tongue.

         ‘Tssk. You’re practically a child yourself. I’ve helped women much older than you to carry perfectly healthy babes.’

         The relief was intense and immediate.

         ‘And can you help me too?’

         She looked me up and down, and I wondered how I must appear to her – the long, light hair pulled tight behind my ears and hidden beneath my cap. Leather boots, freshly greased with calf oil that same morning, now warming my feet despite the meltwater on top, and the dirty snow crusted beneath them. The taffeta dress I was so desperate to hide.

         ‘I will do what I can,’ Sara replied. ‘Tell me, what is your name?’

         ‘Doroli. Doli.’ My name sounded strange and out of place, uttered in the small, dim cottage. ‘But please, you can’t tell anyone 24that I was here, or what I’ve asked of you.’

         ‘Of course not,’ Sara said. ‘I do not speak of others’ business.’

         I searched her face for sincerity, trying to decide whether or not I could trust her. Whether she was a wise woman or a witch. Whether or not there was any difference.

         ‘My husband cannot – must not – know,’ I said, more firmly. ‘It’s of the utmost importance.’

         Sara raised a palm to silence me. I was taken aback by the brazenness of her gesture. No woman had ever silenced me before. But she smiled, and after a moment, I decided that the gesture was well-meant. Reassuring.

         ‘The master will never know,’ she said gently. So, she did know who I was. ‘Nothing discussed within the walls of my home ever crosses that threshold.’ She indicated the doorway with a tip of her chin. ‘Not through my lips, at least – that, I can promise you. Now,’ she said more briskly. ‘Tell me a little more about the problem?’

         I told her about the pregnancies that had come before, the way my belly began to grow then flattened again almost immediately. The way my body stubbornly refused to hold the shape of motherhood. The blood. The sweat. The pain like a dagger at my stomach. My words were like water tipped straight from a bucket, flowing and clear. It was freeing, the way the truth spilled from me. It should have felt strange to be having this conversation with a stranger, to be speaking so openly about my marriage and my troubles to anyone other than Hywel, or perhaps Ruby, but as I spoke, I felt a dizzying sense of relief. It was almost as though I’d had far too many cups of wine, though I hadn’t had anything but a small cup of ale with my breakfast.

         I nearly told her about how preoccupied, how distant Hywel had become over the years since we married. How I had felt him withdraw from me, like a waning moon. How he had become consumed by verse and scripture. How he spent hours each evening in the parlour, engaged in work I was not privy to. Writing letters. 25Reading from his Bible. That in the weeks since the last loss, the distance had grown even greater. Before the words could leave me, I remembered myself. Held back.

         ‘Perhaps it’s something within me,’ I finished, quietly. ‘Perhaps I’m destined never to be a mother.’ There it was. The truth of my feelings slipping free.

         ‘Tell me, do you share a bed with your husband?’

         I nodded, the heat of embarrassment licking like flames at my cheeks.

         ‘We enjoy each other’s company.’

         The words sounded false even to my own ears.

         Sara stood up and busied herself, scooping water from the pot over the fire. I took a moment to look around. On the sideboard I noticed a brass carving, showing a man, arms spread wide, a cloth wrapped about his lower body. It was a depiction of Iesu Grist. Jesus Christ. A bell turned on its side – it seemed to be missing its clapper. I wondered if it had been removed, or if it had simply worn down and broken away. I wondered if it meant anything at all. Besides them, a scattering of yellow petals, maybe tansy, was the only real colour in the cottage. Sara moved towards a barrel at the other side of the room, leaning against it to scrawl something on a piece of paper.

         ‘This should work for you.’ She handed me the paper, along with a sealed bottle, stoppered with beeswax. ‘Hide the charm somewhere near your bed, then douse the bed linens in this water.’

         ‘What’s in it?’

         ‘Water from my well. I’ve blessed it. It has an infusion of herbs and petals and some ground cyclamen root. It’ll help.’

         I examined the bottle, held it up to look at the clear liquid inside.

         ‘Somewhere near the bed?’ I asked. ‘Like under the mattress?’

         Without meaning to, I glanced towards the straw mound which made up her bed, pressed close to the wall, noting how uncomfortable it looked compared with my feather mattress and thick cotton coverlet.

         26She nodded.

         ‘And it will work? I’ll conceive? And the baby will survive?’ I flinched at the desperation that had seeped into my own voice. The eagerness with which the words came.

         She nodded again. That was when she made her promise: ‘You will be with child before the frost thaws.’
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            The Villagers

         

         And so, it went like this – or so we heard. Sara Gwen at home in her bwthyn, below the rowan tree on the outskirts of the village, water hissing in a pot on the fire. An infusion of mint leaves and steam stinging the air. Perhaps she was scratching the devil’s mark in her door. Perhaps she was rubbing a salve at her temples. The girl went to her then. A quiet tap at the door, like a robin pecking its entrance. Perhaps she knew the girl, the small face, the big eyes dark as a crow’s, the upturned nose. Perhaps she recognised her as the gentlewoman whose husband owned Faen Maredudd and all its surrounding land. Perhaps she did not. Perhaps she asked can I help you? Some say the girl hesitated before crossing the threshold, and perhaps said please, may I come in? Perhaps she was nervous. Perhaps Sara had seen her at church, dressed in her finery and speaking with the minister after his sermons, though most say Sara doesn’t attend church often, shunning the new ways, choosing to cloak herself in the past. Some say Sara prefers the freedom of pilgrimage, the wonder of visiting St Winifred’s Well, the company of other villagers who, like her, grew up with the Catholic doctrine. Others say she worships the land, dancing bare amongst the trees each night, the chill wind biting her breasts.

      

   


   
      
         28November’s cold was cruel. Bitter. Hywel was withdrawn – his words were comforting but his manner was as frosted as the ground outside, stiff as the ungiving grass and hardened moors. Despite his reassurances, his insistence that he too, longed for a baby as desperately as I did, we’d only been intimate once since the miscarriage.

         Late one evening, as Hywel and I were lying in bed, the linens and coverlets piled around us in an attempt to keep warm, I reached over to him, running my hand along the length of his thigh.

         He pushed it away.

         ‘Doli, I’m studying my prayer book.’ He spoke without looking at me.

         In that moment, I saw his face as though it were new to me. The beginnings of faint lines running like lightning from the corners of his eyes, though he was not yet thirty. The way dark hair clung to his nostrils, as though spiders had made their home there.

         ‘Hywel? Things have been … strained between us lately,’ I said, quietly.

         ‘Hmm?’ Again, he didn’t look at me, his eyes still fixed on his scriptures. It was happening again, as it always did – each new loss dampened the spark between us, dragging him further away.

         ‘Hywel?’ I said, propped up on one elbow, pleading with him to look at me, to touch me as he used to, in the early years of our marriage.

         ‘Not now, Doli. I need to pray. As should you.’

         I rolled onto my side and stared at the drapes that hung around the bed until my eyes stung with tears.

         
             

         

         Less than a week later it started to snow again. Hywel had ridden somewhere that evening – I wasn’t even sure where – leaving me once again to my quiet sadness. He had been keeping a careful distance, often coming to bed long after the sun had set and the servants had settled in the hall for the night, so I was relieved when an old friend appeared at the door of Faen Maredudd.

         29‘Rhys!’ I said, when he was shown inside, interrupting Ruby and me. ‘You are welcome, of course, but I’m afraid Hywel isn’t here.’

         ‘Not to worry,’ he brushed some flakes from his shoulders. ‘I was passing by when the snow started, I thought I’d best rest my horse. May I sit awhile?’

         I dismissed Ruby and gestured for Rhys to join me. I didn’t know whether or not Hywel had spoken to him about the most recent loss, and I couldn’t bring myself to discuss it, not even with Rhys, who I’d known for almost as long as I’d known Hywel. A childhood friend of the Maredudd family, he and my husband were like brothers, and it showed in their easy manner with one another. If it weren’t for their starkly different appearances, one might have thought the pair related. But where Hywel was tall and broad with dark hair and brown eyes, Rhys was much shorter, his hair light as a hay bale, his eyes pale blue. A smattering of freckles dusted his nose, even then, in deepest winter when the sun was loath to make an appearance.

         Growing up, Rhys had always looked out for me, and took care to include me when he could. To this day he treated me as if I were an equal, with that comforting, caring warmth that often comes with old friendship. He was a welcome sight that evening. A distraction.

         We sat in the parlour together talking as the snow fell outside, waiting for the weather to settle. I called for a jug of wine. Then another.

         It was freeing, listening to Rhys talk about his travels and his trade, to think of something other than my baby, lost at the river’s edge. That awful outpour of blood.

         ‘Tell me, Doli. Have you come across the verses of Gwerful Mechain?’ he asked, pulling a small book from his pocket. ‘I’ve been recording them.’

         The poems he read to me then were amongst some of the most astounding I’d ever heard. I fell in love with her words, instantly. And the churchmen all, the radiant saints … When they get the chance, have no restraints.

         30The provocative verses left me flushing, furiously pink in the firelight. The way she wrote about the body and its pleasures, and also about Christ’s passions, as though the two subjects were part of her, inseparable, was unlike anything I’d heard performed. Several times, I glanced towards the door, worried someone might overhear us.

         We spoke for some time about the technical difficulty of it, the clever ways in which she often used her rhyme and her wit to imply more than one meaning.

         ‘I wonder how she learned her craft?’ I said. ‘I’ve never heard of a woman writing with such structure and skill.’

         ‘She was married,’ Rhys said, looking at me, unblinking. ‘But some of her poems imply she had a lover. A man by the name of Dafydd Llwyd. He was a poet too. I suspect he taught her. From what I can gather, she also spent much of her time around bards and performances. Here, listen to this.’

         He read me a short poem then about a wet petticoat, about how it was drenched, ‘wet and manky.’

         In four lines Gwerful showed such astonishing mastery for rhyme and repeated letter sounds. The words left me giddy.

         ‘You see how she adapts the strict form to her own advantage?’ he said, marvelling at the page before him.

         ‘Rhys,’ I said, quietly.

         ‘Yes?’

         The heat of the flames, or perhaps it was the wine, was inching its way along my spine, teasing, stinging my neck.

         ‘I have been writing poems of my own for some time now.’ I spoke softly, feeling the thrill of the confession catch in my throat.

         He looked at me, studying my face with intent, while I held myself still and steady, the fuzz of wine rounding the edges of my thoughts.

         ‘That’s extraordinary, Doli,’ he beamed. ‘What do you write about?’

         I looked away, uncertain how much to tell him.

         31‘I write about whatever strikes me,’ I said, after a pause. ‘Unlike the bards who perform their work, I don’t have to sing for my supper, Rhys. I have the freedom to write about love and loss and desire and the beauty of the wind in the trees. The kites in the sky.’

         I was giddy with the thought of it. Rhys laughed, then said, ‘I wonder … how does Hywel feel about this?’

         Hywel. I chewed over his question, unsure how to answer. Hywel enjoyed listening to the bards, and wrote poetry of his own, and yet, I’d felt too shy to share my secret with him. I was worried he would laugh, or think my verses unsophisticated. He would tell me to stop, that writing wasn’t a suitable pursuit for a woman.

         ‘Perhaps I’ll show him, one day.’

         ‘Well, I think it’s marvellous. Perhaps you would show me?’

         I was hot, embarrassed.

         ‘I did write something this morning,’ I said. ‘About the winter.’ I took a deep breath, then recited my poem:

         
            
               Chill wind whipping all around, 

               frost glistening on the frozen ground,

               and what lies quiet, in deathly sleep…? 

               This stiffened, long forgotten sheep.

            

         

         Afterwards, we sat in silence for a while, sipping from our cups and enjoying the snap and crackle of the fire, the comfortable quiet between us.

         ‘I’m not sure the snow is going to stop any time soon,’ I said, looking through the window at the swirling white flecks, trying to centre myself. ‘Perhaps you should stay. I’ll call Ruby to make up a bed for you.’32
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